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The Contemporary Context of Decision Making 

In the past few years in several countries key decisions have been taken on the options for the long-
term management of radioactive waste and most have opted for deep geological disposal as the best 
available approach. In a few cases, Finland, Sweden, the United States, France, progress has been made 
towards the selection of a site for a repository. As the emphasis shifts from the assessment of options to 
the implementation of proposals so there is a corresponding shift from generic to specific concerns and 
from national policy to specific and local siting issues. Questions of local voice and benefit, of 
involvement in decision making and the well being of communities come more and more to command 
the attention of policy makers. In setting out strategies for implementation it is necessary to take into 
account the contextualising elements which influence the framing and development of policy. There are 
three elements in particular which may be discerned. They are: timescale; discourse; and community. 

Taking the first of these, timescale, it is axiomatic that implementation takes place over a long 
period and that policies must have enduring characteristics. There is a distinction to be made between 
geoscientific timescales which capture the very long period over which risk from radioactivity persists. 
Then there are the much shorter socio-cultural timescales which reflect the period of human perception 
and concern, usually no more than, at most, a hundred years or so. Geoscientific timescales emphasise 
the need for long-term safety and, therefore, the stability and integrity of engineered and natural 
barriers surrounding wastes in a repository. Socio-cultural time is more concerned with the health and 
safety of present and near future generations and, consequently, concern here is with retrievability and 
the sustainability of institutional controls. These contrasting timescales imply different ethical 
concerns and priorities which are discussed below.  

Changing discourses presents a second contextual element. We are moving from a discourse of 
conflict to one of consensus. The discourse of conflict which was especially prevalent from the end of 
the 1970s until the mid-1990s was characterised by a domination of expertise of science and 
technology, by centralised and secretive decision making in which proposals were announced and then 
defended (the classic Decide-Announce-Defend approach). This approach aroused conflict the 
moment sites were identified arousing the opposition of local communities able to mobilise to defend 
their interests and integrity against an alien and unwanted intrusion. Almost every country has 
examples of such conflicts in which the government and nuclear industry were defeated in their efforts 
to achieve a location for radioactive waste facilities. In Hungary, the opposition to Ofalu provides a 
text book example of the process of conflict and defeat (Ormai, 2006) as a technocratic approach 
foundered in the face of a community able to assert its social integrity and political influence. Here, as 
elsewhere, a new discourse began to emerge reflecting the social context of the problem of radioactive 
waste. This was a discourse in which openness, consensus and participation in which there was strong 
local voice became the foundation of a new approach. It was in this context that more successful siting 
strategies such as that resulting in the selection of Bátaapáti were inaugurated. 

Community is the third element of context. With the change in discourse came the focus on 
engagement, partnership and a volunteer approach to implementation. It became recognised that local 
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benefit must be an integral element if communities were going to be willing to participate in a siting 
process. The notion of benefit intended to enhance opportunity is distinguished from the idea of 
compensation for risk or harm imposed on a community. Partnership working between the radioactive 
waste company and the local communities backed by packages of benefits is emerging, in many 
countries, as the basis of an open and trusting relationship. In Hungary an open and trusting relationship 
has been developed and economic and social benefits in the form of roads, jobs, schools have benefited 
the local community of Bátaapáti. There is emphasis both on community consent and on the need for 
democratic ratification of key decisions at the local level. The precise democratic context varies from 
country to country but it is generally acknowledged that consent by the community, endorsed through its 
political institutions, is fundamental to legitimising implementation at the local level.  

Key Issues 

Each of these three contextualising elements poses issues for the continuing implementation of 
policies and programmes of radioactive waste management. The key issues are: fairness; power; and 
well being. 

Fairness. The issue of fairness arises from the concern with timescales referred to earlier. This 
problem has two dimensions. One is fairness over time, the concept of intergenerational equity. The 
questions of concern here are, How far into the future can/should we be concerned? Should we be 
more concerned with the near future than the far future? And these questions raise practical problems 
for local communities. Some of the possible solutions have been identified by Erik Van Hove in a 
discussion paper presented to the FSC in Hungary (see Session 6 infra). There is the issue of whether 
and how the presence of a repository could be marked as a warning for future generations? What 
provision should be made for retrieval and monitoring? What kind of local benefits should be passed 
on in terms of cultural, physical presence or a return to the natural greenfield environment? In 
formulating strategies, consideration of timescales will help to identify what is possible and 
practicable both now and in the future. 

A second dimension is fairness between places – the concept of intergenerational equity. Many, if 
not most, nuclear communities are located in small, remote, under-developed places. They may be said 
to be “peripheral” communities (Blowers and Leroy, 1994). They share certain characteristics. They tend 
to be economically marginal and monocultural, heavily dependent on the nuclear industry for wealth and 
jobs. They are politically relatively powerless with key decisions affecting their welfare taken elsewhere. 
As a consequence they tend to present a defensive, ambivalent sense of identity and community. This 
results from the concerns about stigma which are attached to the risk of contamination and danger 
associated with the nuclear industry. Given these characteristics the issue has been how to avoid 
imposing burdens on these vulnerable communities. On the other hand, and paradoxically, in the new 
dispensation where the emphasis is on enhanced well being for communities it may become an issue of 
how to ensure that the benefits provided do not privilege those communities which are willing to accept 
nuclear waste facilities. This leads to the second set of issues concerned with power. 

Power. The shift in discourse discussed earlier was largely prompted and confirmed through the 
conflicts over siting of facilities during the 1980s and 90s. It became clear that communities were able to 
resist proposals imposed from above. Nuclear communities, hitherto peripheral and under-privileged, 
were able more and more to exert leverage. Radioactive waste became a social problem requiring a local 
solution; hence communities contributing to relieving society of a problem would require that society to 
provide something in return. There is a growing awareness, confidence and capacity in communities 
participating in radioactive waste management. 
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There remain questions of who holds effective power. Does it reside in the nuclear waste 
companies which have control of resources? What constitutes the local voice? The situation obviously 
varies from country to country. At one end the relationship is still rather elitist with the state and the 
industry holding the power but, increasingly, recognising the role of communities in scrutinising 
decisions and representing local interests. In many countries today, and Hungary is one, local 
communities do have an influential voice and participate in decision making affecting their welfare. 
But the model remains one of decisions taken by the management company in response to 
representation from the community voiced by its political representatives. In a few countries, notably 
Sweden, Finland, Belgium and prospectively the United Kingdom (CoRWM, 2006) the relationship 
between company and community has become altogether more open and equal. There is a strong 
democratic framework based on a willingness to participate and, in certain instances, a right to 
withdraw from a siting process. There is citizen and stakeholder dialogue, implementation through 
partnership arrangements and a staged decision making process. The trend appears to be very firmly in 
favour of increasing the local voice in the implementation process thereby realising greater benefit and 
opportunity for local communities which leads on to the third set of issues. 

Well-being. A key issue here is whether and, if so, how can the negative image associated with 
radioactive waste be transformed to provide the kind of positive, progressive, even iconic status for a 
nuclear community envisaged in the discussion paper by Professor Van Hove (see Session 6, these 
proceedings). As the paper states: Communities do not gain added value and sustainability purely 
through financial compensation and development opportunities. Whilst those economic means are 
important, RWM projects also offer opportunities to improve well-being, consolidate knowledge, fulfil 
value ideals, elaborate community identity and image, and live out desired social relationships (p. 7). 
This is not a matter of economics alone although adequate resources and regional economic 
development strategies (as proposed, for example, in the AkEnd report in Germany (2002) and in the 
context of the French underground research laboratory at Bure).  

Well-being implies a holistic and sustainable approach to community development. In the words 
of the UK Committee on Radioactive Waste Management (CoRWM) “well-being” means “those 
aspects of living which contribute to the community’s sense of identity, development and positive self-
image” (2006a, p. 10). This is a broad conception pertaining to increased control over community 
affairs, a vision for the future involving improvements in the quality of life and making the community 
a better place in which to live. The question remains whether it is realistic to make the transformation 
from places of stigma to places of pride with the multi-functional features of integration, accessibility 
and amenity envisaged in the discussion paper by Van Hove. There is a somewhat disingenuous 
hyperbole in the idea that such places may one day become of “outstanding universal significance”, 
representing a “unique achievement” (p. 17). Nonetheless, the idea that communities harbouring 
nuclear waste should achieve prosperity, pride and positive self-image is no longer a fantasy but a 
concept actively being pursued in a number of places. Eventually, it may be that such communities, 
initially supported through benefits packages, will become self-sustaining. That point is, however, 
some way off. 

Problems and Prospects 

Although there is manifestly a new approach to radioactive waste management, in most countries 
we are only at the beginning of the process of implementation. The politics and practicalities of 
introducing innovative approaches designed to transform perceptions and practices poses some 
difficult problems. These can be identified by asking the questions, Where? How? When? and Who? 

Where will the facilities be? Up until now the new approaches outlined in this paper have been 
introduced in a few small countries. Sweden and Finland have been pioneers of engagement with 
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communities and have achieved relationships of trust and confidence between the waste management 
organisations and the local communities. In consequence, Finland has identified a site for deep 
disposal of its spent fuel close to one of its operating nuclear power plant sites at Olkiluoto and 
Sweden is currently evaluating two candidate sites at Osthammer and Oskarshamn locations close to 
existing nuclear waste and spent fuel management facilities. In both countries there is relatively high 
trust in the state and its institutions, the waste stream (spent fuel) is relatively straightforward and the 
communities involved perceive clear benefits in consolidating the respective roles they already play in 
waste management. In Belgium, considerable progress has been made towards the development of a 
repository for low level wastes with the establishments of partnerships and the selection of Dessel as 
the location for the facility. Hungary, too, has made progress with its site for low and intermediate 
level wastes at Bátaapáti, an area some distance from the country’s single power plant at Paks. 
Although the original site selection process was initiated by the waste management company, the local 
community was eventually drawn into the process and the relationship between community and waste 
management body that subsequently developed reflects the new approaches.  

Among the larger nuclear countries, France, following a long period of conflict, has focused on a 
single site at Bure though the local voice is largely present through representative governmental 
institutions rather than community engagement. The United States also has identified a single site at 
Yucca Mountain but it would be true to say the situation remains adversarial (between state and federal 
government) with an absence of any engagement in what is a largely unpopulated area. It is worth 
noting that in both France and the USA, the repository site is in what may be called a “greenfield” 
location, places that are thought to be technically suitable but hitherto unconnected with the nuclear 
industry (though Yucca Mountain is near the former Nevada weapons testing site). Both Germany and 
the United Kingdom have undertaken major reviews of policy and reached conclusions which are 
wholly supportive of the voluntary, co-operative and democratic ethos of the new approach (CoRWM 
2006a and b, AkEnd 2002). But, in these countries the approach is, at present, generic and it is 
acknowledged that moving to the identification and development of a site for a repository will take a 
considerable time, possibly one or even two generations, before a repository becomes fully operational.  

How will successful implementation be achieved? Under the new regimes of implementation a 
variety of methods are being used to secure the willingness of communities to become involved. They 
may be summed up in the key words of the title of this paper – “local voice” and “benefit”. In terms of 
the former, communities expect a greater say in decision making, a real influence over their development 
and future. This can be achieved through a negotiating relationship with the waste management body 
which, as in the case of Belgium, could be formalised in a fully fledged partnership arrangement. 
Processes of community engagement using deliberative forums and ensuring openness and transparency 
will be important means of ensuring awareness, understanding and participation of stakeholders and 
citizens. And, it will be necessary to ensure that the local voice can be made effective through the 
democratic process and, if necessary, a veto or acknowledgement of a right to withdraw in certain 
circumstances.  

As to benefits, the nature and variety of the possibilities is covered in the discussion paper. A 
useful division is that used by CoRWM into those benefits necessary to enable communities to 
effectively engage in the process (called “Involvement Packages”) and those that are necessary to 
support both the short and long-term well-being of communities (“Community Packages”). The 
former include resources to provide information, knowledge and involvement in decision making 
while Community Packages contain the wide array of measures that support economic, social and 
cultural well-being. There is provision of infrastructure (as in the case of a new road and school at 
Bátaapáti), of community facilities, cultural assets and resources for economic development. 
Ultimately, the idea is to enable the community to achieve its particular vision or self-realisation. 
These provisions are not to be seen as incentives or bribes or compensation but, rather, as means for 
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the positive fulfilment of a community’s potential. In the new approach successful implementation can 
only be achieved if it is seen to be beneficial. 

When will it be achieved? One of the lessons learned from past experience of failed proposals is 
that any process of implementation cannot be rushed. The new approach suggests that adequate time 
must be provided to enable all those involved in or affected by decisions to participate if they so wish. 
Moreover, to succeed, the process must be open and accessible with provision for dialogue and 
deliberation with stakeholders and citizens. But, it is also important to avoid procrastination. 
Therefore, it should be a staged process, consolidated as it proceeds, and one reflecting the 
commitment of all parties and which is not a hurried attempt to reach a predetermined conclusion. The 
timelines of decision making vary from country to country. For instance, France hopes to commission 
a repository in 2025 (ANDRA, 2006), the United Kingdom which has yet to establish a site reckons it 
may be 2045 before a repository is constructed (CoRWM, 2006b, Annex 5). In every case the siting 
process is likely to extend decision making into the next generation. This will provide opportunity for 
those in the future to participate in decisions that may affect them. Decision making is seen as an 
ongoing process subject to review and, if necessary, change as it proceeds. This feature of what has 
been called the “continuing present” (Kommentus, 2001) does not absolve the present for assuming 
responsibility for ensuring that resources are available and decisions taken to mitigate burdens on the 
future. But it does provide flexibility for decisions about such issues as long term interim storage, 
retrievability, emplacement, repository closure to be considered as part of an ongoing and staged 
process of decision making. This question of responsibility leads to the final question. 

Who will take responsibility? This question asks, responsibility for what and to whom? Clearly a 
responsibility for safety, security and environmental sustainability is laid upon the waste disposal body 
overseen by the regulatory process. These bodies are accountable to government and, with the elevation 
of the local voice in decision making, there will be some accountability to locally elected government. 
In most countries local government exercises responsibility in its role as the appropriate democratic 
basis for the representation of local interests in radioactive waste management within a national 
framework of policy making. This responsibility has become a crucial element in the legitimising of 
decisions at the local level. National government, in exercising its responsibility for the development 
and implementation of policy as a whole, sets the framework and identifies the key decisions that must 
be taken. While decisions are not irrevocable it must be recognised that the process extends beyond 
normal parliamentary lifetimes and requires commitment to the process on the part of all parties. 

Beyond this there is a wider responsibility on the part of the society as a whole to those 
communities which host facilities and it is a responsibility that extends down the generations. The 
question of responsibility raises ethical issues (CoRWM, 2007). Some would argue that “responsibility 
has to extend to the reach of the impact of our actions and there can be no arbitrary cut-off point 
(CoRWM, 2006a, p.46).” A more pragmatic ethics holds that “we should exercise what responsibility 
we can whilst recognising our capacity to do so necessarily will diminish over time (Ibid).” Whatever 
view is taken local voice and benefits will be important components of a successful and sustainable 
strategy of radioactive waste management. 
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